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Fit To Be King?: Imprudence  
in Lope’s El duque de Viseo
DeLys Ostlund, Portland State University
On August 27, 1484, João II of Portugal killed his cousin and brother-










have  been  characterized  by  Melveena  McKendrick  as  “the  nearest  Lope 
comes to writing a treatise on kingship” (55). Whereas the two parts of El 
príncipe perfecto function as a speculum principis, with João II presented as 
the model monarch, El duque de Viseo presents a negative depiction of the 
King. It is my contention that El duque de Viseo functions as the first part of 
a trilogy on kingship and that it should be read as a cautionary anti-exem-
plum highlighting the dangers of regal imprudence. With this new reading 
of El duque de Viseo, I contend that the issue of imprudence is central to 
understanding the play. 
A brief summary of the historical events is in order. Unlike his father, 
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and  the  King,  as  well  as  the  Duke  of  Viseu,  were  all  great-grandsons  of 
João I Aviz, although the Bragança line was illegitimate. In addition, both 
the King and  the Duke of Bragança were married  to  sisters of Viseu.  In 
response to his displeasure at the new king’s assertion of power, the Duke 















In  his  dramatic  rendering  of  these  events,  Lope  follows  tradition  by 




first glance, Viseo and  Juan seem to be drawn along  the  lines of  the di-
chotomy of good vs. evil  / protagonist vs. antagonist. The Duke and the 
King  are  antithetical  not  only  in  their  characterizations  but  also  in  the 
other  characters’  reactions  to  them.  The  Duke  of  Viseo  is  valiant,  mag-
nanimous, noble, and beloved by the Portuguese people. In contrast, Juan 




Another  key  element  of  the  play  is  the  question  of  treason.  Whereas 
the  chroniclers  of  the  day  (Rui  de  Pina  in  Crónica de el-rey don João II 
and Garcia de Resende in Chronica dos Valerosos e Insignes Feytos del Rey 























































In  the  early  scenes  of  the  play,  the  other  characters  comment  repeat-
edly  on  the  harshness  or  gruffness  with  which  Juan  treats  everyone.  To 
the Condestable’s remark “¡Con qué aspereza!”, his brother, the Duke of 
Guimaráns responds, “Pues, ¿a quién no trata ansi?” (37). In spite of his 


























excelencia  in  the  comedia.  However,  both  Inés  and  Guimaráns  refuse  to 
comply with the King’s order. Juan II repeatedly invokes the principle of 




The differences  between  Viseo and  Juan  II  are  especially  apparent  in 
two juxtaposed scenes in Act III. The Duke has been exiled from the court 
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and  is  residing  in  a  small  village  in  his  own  lands.  Viseo’s  presence  has 
brought harmony to  the aldea, and he  is clearly beloved of  the villagers. 
They invite him to participate in “el [juego] del rey” (155) and, not surpris-
ingly, Viseo  is named king and  is honored with a crown made of  laurel, 
flowers, and ribbon. He wholeheartedly enters into the game, at the same 































































ó huir de ello” (418). In Tratado de la religion y virtvdes que deve tener el 







dedicates an entire chapter to this virtue in his 1599 treatise De Rege et Regis 
Institutione,  wherein  he  describes  prudence  as  “a  light  to  show  the  way 
into the future” (342). Both of these writers were contemporaries of Lope; 






monarchs  in  Lope’s  plays,  prudence  was  one  of  the  virtues  expected  of 

















There are multiple  textual  references  to  the King’s need  for prudence as 
well as examples of its absence. He unwisely allows his fears and insecuri-
ties to color his judgment. He imprudently believes the lies of his favorite, 
Don Egas,  about  the Braganza brothers without verifying his  story else-





































another example of his  imprudence. Given  the ahistorical nature of  this 
episode—the romance referred to above is evidence of the popular aware-
ness  of  the  Duke’s  married  status,  and  the  multiple  children  mentioned 


















matic  elements  are  anything but  “casi nada.”  Although each  one  in  and 





































As  previously  noted  in  the  discussion  of  the  game  in  the  village,  the 




ful  retort  “Y  era  razón”  elicits  the  Duke’s  unequivocal  admonition:  “Ni 
aun de burla habléis ansí” (158). It  is not clear, however, whether anyone 

























his decision  to have his astrology written. While  there  is nothing  in  the 











studied  astrology  in  the  University.  The  request  prompts  the  following 
query: “¿Queréis interrogación / o nacimiento?” (147). Herein we find ref-
erence  to  two  types  of  judiciary  astrology—“[t]he  art  of  predicting  the 
future from the configuration of the stars at birth” (De Armas 132 n.16)—
studied  and  practiced  during  the  Middle  Ages,  both  of  which  had  been 
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In  J.  Vernet’s  words,  nacimiento  refers  to  that  area  of  judiciary  astrol-





during  the  sixteenth  and  seventeenth  centuries  in  Spain  there  was  “una 
doble astrología. Una supersticiosa, perseguida, y otra «lícita»” (30). In all 
of  the  documents  he  examines,  including  Papal  bulls  and  Inquisitional 
records,  “interrogaciones”  are  categorized  among  the  prohibited  uses  of 
astrology. 
Viseo’s  response  to  the  question  “¿Queréis  interrogación  /  o 
nacimiento?”—“Hazme, amigo, una figura / de mis desdicha o ventura” 
(148)—indicates that he wants to know his future. In other words, he asks 
for an “interrogación.” Brito,  in  the dual  role of gracioso  / conciencia del 

















The  bull  itself  mandated  that  it  be  posted  at  the  entrances  of  parochial 










A desire  to know the  future can be  seen as a man’s attempt  to usurp 
a power not corresponding  to him. Mariana notes  that “prudence  is  the 
power of  the mind that  looks ahead  into every aspect,  remembering  the 
past, appraising  the present, divining  the  future,  surmising secrets  from 
what is manifested” (342). However, the need is to divine the future based 
on the circumstances of the present, not the alignment of the heavens. One 
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in-law.  Immediately  following  this  voice  is  the  apparition  of  the  dead 
Guimaráns, who echoes but also clarifies the warning: “Guárdate del Rey” 
(181).  Although  Viseo’s  reply  reiterates  his  innocence—“¿Por  qué  he  de 
guardarme, estando / inocente como estoy?” —he chooses not to heed the 

























Juan’s  imprudence  does  not  require  the  same  punishment.  While 
McKendrick  asserts  that  Juan  never  learned  either  prudence  or  wisdom 
(132), I would argue that the final scene of the play suggests otherwise. As 
Juan de Mariana asserts, “from [experience] especially comes prudence” 
(343).  The  actions  of  the  play—including  the  deaths  of  Guimaráns  and 
Viseo—provide  Juan  with  that  life  experience.  As  Thacker  notes,  Juan 
“ends the play a wiser king, as his half-admissions and restitutory funeral 
provisions indicate” (170). Further, the death of Don Egas, who has con-
tributed  to  the  King’s  lack  of  prudence,  frees  the  King  from  his  impru-
dence, allowing him to become the “perfect prince” he was remembered 
to be.
El duque de Viseo, then, is a study on the dangers of imprudence. Rebecca 
Bushnell has noted that “tragedy is performed to transform those who ex-





1	 The	two	known	chroniclers	of	João’s	reign	were	Rui	de	Pina,	Crónica de el-rey don João II,	and	
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